






























































































half	 century	 experimenting	 with	 ways	 to	 become	 more	 strategic	 in	 their	 efforts.	 Though	
commendable,	the	resultant	growth	of	the	strategic	philanthropy	movement	has	instead	become	
self-limiting,	 too	 often	 unable	 to	 grasp	 the	 true	 complexity	 of	 social	 change	 and	 therefore	
remaining	 inadequate	to	address	 it.	 In	response,	this	thesis	reviews	the	expanding	 literature	of	
systems	thinking,	specifically	excavating	the	contribution	of	social	systems	methodologies	to	the	
design	of	philanthropic	portfolios.	Global	foundation	grantmaking	regarding	the	human	rights	of	
lesbian,	 gay,	 bisexual,	 trans,	 and	 intersex	 (LGBTI)	 communities	 is	 presented	 as	 a	 praxis	 in	 this	
respect.	Comparing	the	theory	of	systems	philanthropy	with	the	evolving	practice	of	LGBTI	funders	
demonstrates	 the	extent	 to	which	 complex	problems	 require	 a	 less	 rigid	 approach—one	more	











































inclusion	 in	 society.	 Paramount	 to	 this	 shift	 in	 attitudes	 is	 the	 growing	 resourcing	 of	 LGBTI	
movements,	 and	over	 the	 same	 time	period	we	have	 seen	a	 correlative	 increase	 in	both	 the	





with	materially	 reaching	 those	 requiring	 investment,	 but	 also	 the	 obligation	 to	 leverage	 the	
available	funds	to	their	maximum	potential	so	as	to	magnify	the	impact	of	the	resources	at	hand.		
Philanthropy	writ	 large	has	 long	 struggled	 to	 find	 solutions	 to	 this	 challenge	of	 needs	
increasing	faster	than	pools	of	funding,	and	many	of	the	leading	funders	across	various	sectors	
of	social	change	have	turned	to	the	practice	of	strategic	philanthropy	in	that	regard—a	particular	
methodology	 which	 promises	 improved	 outcomes	 through	 a	 renewed	 attention	 to	 portfolio	
design.	While	in	many	instances	strategic	philanthropy	has	been	sufficient,	this	thesis	will	argue	
nevertheless	 that	 it	 does	 not	 appear	 to	 be	 an	 appropriate	 nor	 an	 effective	 means	 when	
confronted	with	problems	of	significant	complexity.	Instead,	the	following	research	presents	a	





room.	The	questions	guiding	 this	 research	 include:	What	 fundamentals	of	 systems	theory	are	
relevant	 to	 the	 field	 of	 social	 change?	 In	 what	 ways	 does	 the	 complex	 global	 movement	
advancing	human	rights	for	LGBTI	people	manifest	as	a	system?	And,	finally,	how	are	funders	
engaging	with	that	system—not	only	by	investing	in	 individual	projects	and	organizations,	but	
also	 by	 preserving	 the	 ability	 of	 the	 system	 itself	 to	 adapt	 and	 respond	 to	 changing	
circumstances?	Applying	a	systems	perspective	to	examine	the	flow	of	resources	from	some	of	
the	 largest	global	 funders	 to	 the	 frontlines	of	 LGBTI	movements	ultimately	demonstrates	 the	
extent	to	which	funders	of	LGBTI	human	rights	are	pursuing	systemic	change,	in	turn	revealing	a	
set	 of	 aligning	 principles	 for	 what	 a	 systems	 strategy	 might	 entail	 for	 this	 sector.	 Systems	
philanthropy	thus	offers	funders	a	means	to	embrace	rather	than	erase	the	complexity	at	the	
root	 of	 violent	 persecution	 and	 discrimination,	 increasing	 their	 impact	 through	 a	 greater	
understanding	of	the	forces	at	play	and	the	leverage	points	that	can	change	entire	landscapes.			








philanthropy	 to	 determine	 whether	 the	 top	 global	 funders	 of	 LGBTI	 issues	 are	 already	














centuries	 when	 charities	 were	 established	 to	 address	 the	 ongoing	 suffering	 of	 the	 growing	
working	 class.	 These	 early	 institutions	 focused	 on	 activities	 such	 as	 funding	 orphanages,	
workhouses,	 and	 settlement	 houses,	 striving	 to	 alleviate	 the	 scourge	 of	 poverty	 through	 the	
delivery	of	services	in	the	absence	of	an	adequate	welfare	state.1	It	was	later	during	the	Industrial	
Revolution	 that	 this	 landscape	 started	 to	 change,	 as	 the	 success	 of	 entrepreneurial	 figures	
including	Andrew	Carnegie,	John	D.	Rockefeller,	and	Henry	Ford	led	to	an	amassment	of	private	





philanthropy,	 his	Gospel	 of	Wealth	 issuing	 a	 call	 to	 action	 for	 the	wealthy	 to	 commit	 to	 the	
betterment	of	their	fellow	men:	
This,	 then,	 is	held	 to	be	 the	duty	of	 the	man	of	wealth:	To	 set	an	example	of	modest,	










overarchingly	working	 to	 improve	 the	 conditions	 of	 communities	 around	 the	world	with	 the	
finances	at	their	disposal.	Nevertheless	and	despite	both	the	best	intentions	and	the	formidable	
funds	available,	“their	resources	often	pale	in	comparison	to	the	system	that	they	are	attempting	
to	 influence.	 Thus,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 to	 think	 through	 how	 best	 to	 leverage	 those	 assets.”3	
Foundations	 seeking	 to	 address	 the	 most	 stubborn	 of	 problems	 need	 more	 than	 money	 to	










early	 charity	 had	 addressed	 the	 symptoms	 of	 suffering,	 the	 burgeoning	 field	 of	 strategic	
philanthropy	now	sought	to	take	aim	at	the	sources	of	these	common	ills	with	a	different,	yet	
already	honed,	sense	of	rigor:	“They	engage	in	visioning	processes,	create	a	mission	statement,	























do	not	make	 foundations	 strategic,	nor	are	 they	enough	 for	 strategic	philanthropy.”9	 In	 stark	
contrast	 to	 the	 idealism	 it	espouses	and	the	return	on	 investments	 it	promises,	 the	model	of	
strategic	 philanthropy	 widely	 adopted	 by	 today’s	 foundations	 has	 on	 the	 contrary	 in	 many	
respects	merely	become	another	industry	inherently	limited	by	the	constraints	of	its	dogmatic	
business	principles.	All	foundations	ought	to	be	strategic	in	their	efforts,	no	doubt,	however	the	
pressure	on	 foundation	staff	 to	produce	 theories	of	change	and	accompanying	 indicators	has	
obscured	the	flaws	of	planning	practice	in	itself,	and	impact	has	suffered	as	a	result.		
Quite	 removed	 from	 its	 ideal,	 the	 strategic	 process	 of	 many	 foundations	 has	 largely	
comprised	 of	 professionals	 and	 experts	 working	 in	 isolation	 “to	 portray	 strategy	 as	 simple,	




most	closely	with	 them.”11	The	static	product	of	 these	program	team	meetings	 is	 then	either	
imposed	top-down	or	marketed	through	a	Request	for	Proposals	process,	creating	relationship	
in	which	“[g]rantees	are	treated	like	employees	who	are	hired	to	implement	a	predetermined	













because	 of	 this	 that	 in	 2014	 some	 of	 largest	 figureheads	 behind	 the	 doctrine	 of	 “strategic	
philanthropy”	publicly	admitted	that	a	new	method	of	practice	must	be	found:	“We	have	now	
come	to	the	conclusion	that	if	funders	are	to	make	greater	progress	in	meeting	society’s	urgent	
challenges,	 they	must	move	beyond	 today’s	 rigid	and	predictive	model	of	 strategy	 to	a	more	





forced	to	deal	with	complexities,	with	 ‘wholes’	or	 ‘systems,’	 in	all	 fields	of	knowledge.”15	The	
essential	 perspective	 of	 systems	 theory	 he	 presents	 here	 is	 in	 some	manner	 purely	 a	 frank	
acknowledgement	of	what	we	each	already	know	and	probably	take	for	granted—that	“we	seem	
to	be	victims	of	‘historical	forces’...	Events	seem	to	involve	more	than	just	individual	decisions	











general	 system	 theory	 notwithstanding	 has	 gone	 on	 to	 spark	 a	 revolution	 in	 thought	 that	
continues	to	this	day,	and	every	time	his	premise	is	applied	to	a	new	system	in	pursuit	of	unveiling	
its	complexity	an	entirely	new	field	is	born.	This	interdisciplinarity	clearly	was	von	Bertalanffy’s	
intention,	 as	 general	 system	 theory	 set	 out	 to	 “discover	 the	 laws	 that	 apply	 to	 any	 system,	
whether	it	be	a	living	organism,	the	network	of	life,	a	society,	an	economy,	or	a	language.”17	In	
just	 50	 years’	 time,	 there	 are	 now	 thousands18	 of	 different	 applications	 of	 systems	 theory	
encompassing	 fields	 from	 biology	 to	 cybernetics	 to	 philosophy,	 which	 has	 resulted	 in	 some	
skeptics	 decrying	 it	 as	 “an	 unwieldy	 agglomeration	 of	 ideas	 from	 numerous	 intellectual	
traditions.”19	Even	so,	many	have	learned	the	hard	way	that	the	real-world	systems	we	seek	to	























theory	 of	 “wholes”,	 systems	 theory	 and	 systems	 thinking	 inherently	 take	 the	 opposite	
perspective—that	the	only	way	to	truly	comprehend	complex	systems	is	a	process	of	synthesis,	
not	 analysis.	 Rather	 than	 convincing	ourselves	 that	 the	whole	 is	merely	 the	 sum	of	 its	 parts,	










not	 to	 speak	of	behavior	and	human	society,	without	 taking	 into	account	what	variously	and	









contrary,	many	 of	 the	 complex	 systems	 that	we	observe	 today—including	 both	 violence	 and	
persecution	as	well	as	human	rights	and	social	justice—are	open,	made	up	of	a	dense	network	of	
interactions	and	relationships	that	do	not	operate	in	a	predictable	manner,	even	on	the	level	of	





on	 simple	 rules	 that,	 based	 on	 the	 collective	 dynamics	 among	 the	 agents,	 cause	 the	 global	
behavior	of	the	system	to	emerge.”27	Social	systems	theory	arises	from	this	premise,	which	has	
spawned	a	wide	range	of	literature	in	the	social	sciences,	including	philosophy	and	sociology.	It	
would	be	 impossible	 to	 review	the	hundreds	of	 threads	 in	 this	 realm	of	 thought,	but,	 for	 the	
purposes	of	 this	 research,	 the	 fundamental	 argument	 is	 that	 “[t]he	 root	 causes	of	 a	 chronic,	
complex	 problem	 can	 be	 found	 in	 its	 underlying	 systems	 structure—the	 many	 circular,	
interdependent,	and	sometimes	time-delayed	relationships	among	its	parts.”28	Achieving	human	


























Boundaries.	 Jay	 Forrester33,	 himself	 a	 titan	 among	 systems	 theorists,	 states	 that	
“[f]ormulating	a	model	of	a	system	should	start	from	the	question	‘Where	is	the	boundary	that	













to	 be	 maintained:	 the	 greater	 the	 number	 of	 components,	 the	 more	 complex	 the	 model	
becomes,	 and	 thus	 the	 most	 important	 actors,	 rules,	 and	 interactions	 risk	 being	 obscured.	
However,	 the	 fewer	 pieces	 included,	 the	 more	 likely	 that	 exogenous	 factors	 of	 unforeseen	
influence	may	be	overlooked.35	Setting	boundaries	as	a	result	of	this	often	calls	for	collaboration,	
as	“[f]rank	conversations	may	be	needed	to	negotiate	where	the	boundary	of	a	system	lies,	or	in	
other	words,	 who	 and	what	 are	 involved	 in	 the	 problem	 and	 the	 solution.”36	 Open	 systems	
further	complicate	 this	 step,	as	boundaries	may	 in	 fact	be	 fluid	 rather	 than	 fixed,	 requiring	a	
constant	 sensing	 of	 how	 those	 lines	 are	 being	 altered.	 Here,	 then,	 systems	 thinking	 calls	 for	
mental	flexibility—“the	willingness	to	redraw	boundaries,	to	notice	that	a	system	has	shifted	into	
a	new	mode,	to	see	how	to	redesign	structure...”37	This	too	lends	well	to	human	rights,	which,	






within	 systems,	 which	 can	 be	 either	 positive	 or	 negative,	 depending	 on	 one’s	 perspective.	













system	 itself	 since	balancing	processes	“maintain[]	 the	status	quo,	even	when	all	participants	
want	change.”39	
Delays.	The	next	building	block	of	systems	is	a	characteristic	of	each	of	these	feedback	
processes:	 “Virtually	 all	 feedback	 processes	 have	 some	 form	 of	 delay.”40	 Understanding	 the	
differential	delays	between	various	feedback	processes	of	a	system	contributes	considerably	to	
the	dynamic	nature	of	 the	system	as	a	whole.	There	are	 four	 types	of	delays:	Physical	delays	
relate	to	the	“time	it	takes	for	actual	‘stuff’	to	move	from	one	place	to	the	other	or	to	change	
from	 one	 state	 to	 another”;	 transactional	 delays	 pertain	 to	 the	 time	 it	 takes	 per	 individual	
interaction—such	 as	 “a	phone	 call	 or	 a	 series	 of	 contract	 negotiations”;	 informational	 delays	
measure	 the	 time	 it	 takes	 to	 transmit	 and	 process	 information,	 as	 “transmission	 does	 not	
necessarily	 equal	 communication”;	 and	 perceptual	 delays	 occur	 due	 to	 deeply-seated	




























now	 realize	 has	 fallen	 short	 of	 this	 goal	 by	 relying	 too	 heavily	 upon	 formulaic	 planning	 and	
assessment,	 subsequently	 finding	 itself	 unable	 to	 cope	 with	 an	 increasingly	 complex	 world.	


















foundations	 improve	 outcomes	 through	 creating	 space	 for	 emerging	 solutions	 rather	 than	





















else,	 thus	 requires	a	different	approach,	 “[i]Instead,	 increasing	 the	 fitness	of	 the	 system	as	a	
whole—improving	 the	 knowledge,	 effectiveness,	 and	 resilience	 of	 all	 participants,	 not	 only	
grantees.”50	One	way	 to	do	 this	 is	 to	 amplify	 the	 ingenuity	of	 local	 human	 rights	 activists	 by	
resourcing	 the	 wider	 community	 to	 develop	 and	 prototype	 innovative	 remedies.	 Others	 will	
naturally	 self-organize	 around	 those	 solutions	 deemed	 most	 promising,	 empowering	 these	
emerging	attractors	which	draw	the	system	toward	an	identified	goal	by	scaling	their	reach	and	













naturally	 by	 preserving	beneficiaries’	 “freedom	 to	 experiment	with	 the	best	 pathways	 to	 get	
there.”52	
Joe	Hsueh	of	the	Academy	for	Systemic	Change,	building	on	those	before	him,	illustrates	
this	 idea	 through	a	 five-step	process	 (see	Figure	1)53:	First,	quiet-convening	brings	 together	a	
small	 number	 of	 local	
stakeholders	 to	 set	 the	
boundaries	 of	 the	 system	 and	
begin	 to	 map	 the	 various	
feedback	 processes.	 Second,	
facilitators	convene	a	larger	set	
of	 stakeholders	 to	 co-create	 a	





















Donella	Meadows,	 another	 notable	 systems	 thinker,	 writes	 that	 leverage	 points	 “are	 places	
within	a	complex	system	(a	corporation,	an	economy,	a	living	body,	a	city,	an	ecosystem)	where	
a	small	 shift	 in	one	thing	can	produce	big	changes	 in	everything.”55	She	goes	on	to	provide	a	
definitive	 list	 of	 twelve	 leverage	 points	 (in	 increasing	 impact)	 which	 can	 influence	 any	 given	
system	as	a	whole:	56	
	1)	 Constants,	 parameters,	 and	 numbers;	 2)	 The	 sizes	 of	 buffers	 and	 other	
stabilizing	stocks,	relative	to	their	flows;	3)	The	structure	of	material	stocks	and	flows;	4)	
The	lengths	of	delays,	relative	to	the	rate	of	system	change;	5)	The	strength	of	negative	











resilience,	 differentiation);	 11)	 The	mindset	 or	 paradigm	 out	 of	which	 the	 system—its	











The	 scope	 of	 a	 foundation’s	 work	 regarding	 collaboration	 typically	 manifests	 in	 its	
convening	power—that	is,	funding	stakeholders	to	get	together	in	a	room,	as	in	the	emergence	
model.	Convening	human	rights	stakeholders,	when	properly	managed,	is	no	doubt	a	powerful	
means	 for	 aligning	 goals,	 agreeing	 on	 strategies,	 and	 creating	 space	 for	 innovative	 ideas.	
Foundations	 nevertheless	 in	 practice	 too	 often	 view	 themselves	 simply	 as	 the	 organizers	 or	
supporters	of	these	temporary	shared	spaces,	working	to	move	the	right	chess	pieces	without	







foundations	 to	 realize	 how	 their	 different	 efforts	might	 be	 loosely	 coupled	 to	 create	 system	
change.”58	 It	 also	 represents	 a	 paradigm	 shift	 in	 the	management	 of	modern	 philanthropies,	
many	 of	 which	 have	 become	 formidable	 institutions	 spanning	multiple	 offices	 and	 thematic	
portfolios	so	invested	in	their	chains	of	command	that	they	too	stifle	any	potential	for	innovation	
and	 cross-fertilization.	 Taking	 a	 networked	 approach	 refocuses	 philanthropic	 strategy	 on	 the	
successes	of	the	whole	and	not	just	its	part—on	the	long-term	role	human	rights	funders	play	in	
the	system	as	opposed	to	individual	interactions	with	it.59	
Beginning	 to	 reform	 the	 status	quo	of	philanthropy	as	a	 result	of	 this	 shift	 toward	an	
ecosystem	model	predicates	realistic	calculation	of	a	few	unavoidable	and	hard	truths	as	well.	
First,	as	multiple	strategies	must	be	deployed	to	generate	substantial	 impact	on	any	complex	
problem,	 systems	 grantmakers	 must	 accept	 that	 change	 “do[es]	 not	 operate	 on	 predictable	
timelines,	nor	are	the	most	important	interventions	and	investments	always	clear	at	the	onset.”60	
For	 human	 rights	 funders,	 sometimes	 an	 immediate	 event—a	 lawsuit,	media	 opportunity,	 or	
unforeseen	crisis—will	necessitate	the	rapid	distribution	of	funds;	other	times,	a	strategy	might	














backlash.	 In	 these	 scenarios,	 practitioners	 ought	 to	 be	 responsive	 and	 attentive,	 working	
together	“to	understand	and	capture	the	ripple	effects	of	their	activities.	These	data	(a)	provide	
a	broader	view	of	what	is	or	is	not	being	achieved;	(b)	offer	deeper	insight	into	the	nature	of	the	
problem	being	addressed	and	the	context	 in	which	people	are	operating;	 (c)	 trigger	action	to	
adjust	or	drop	strategies	that	may	not	be	delivering	what	planners	hoped	for;	and	(d)	surface	
emergent	and	often	unexpected	opportunities	for	action.”62	
Underlying	 each	 of	 these	 challenges—the	 shift	 toward	 a	 non-hierarchical	 ecosystem	
model	of	 a	 funding	 community,	 accepting	 the	 infeasibility	of	 fixed	 timelines,	 and	owning	 the	
unintended	consequences	of	philanthropic	activities—is	inherently	an	awareness	that	systems	
philanthropy	calls	on	foundations	to	take	on	greater	risk.	It	should	come	as	no	surprise,	many	of	
these	 organizations	 operating	 under	 strict	 financial	 regulations,	 that	 they	 are	 habitually	 risk-
averse.	Yet,	fiscal	responsibility	is	no	excuse	to	be	overly	cautious	in	their	primary	mission:	“The	







how.”63	 A	 greater	 toleration	 of	 risk—of	 experimentation,	 failure,	 and	 big	 bets—is	 crucial	 to	
achieving	 the	 ultimate	 goal	 of	 human	 rights	 systems	 change,	 and	 this	 will	 demand	 “an	








in	 control	 even	when	 you	 aren’t	 is	 a	 recipe	 not	 only	 for	mistakes,	 but	 for	 not	 learning	 from	















ever-changing	 complexity	 of	 our	 world	 means	 “knowledge	 is	 never	 complete	 or	 static.”68	
Monitoring	 and	 evaluation	 of	 program	 implementation	 become	 secondary	 to	 a	 process	 of	
intentional	 learning,	deliberately	staking	out	 the	unknown	and	 institutionalizing	processes	 for	













problems.”70	 The	 key	 here	 is	 to	 distinguish	 complicated	 problems	 from	 the	 complex	 and	 to	
respond	appropriately	based	on	 the	circumstance.	Systems	philanthropy	 in	 these	 latter	 cases	



















































































































reissued	 documents	 accurately	 reflecting	 their	 gender	 identities,	 reducing	 the	 stigma	 and	
discrimination	they	face	in	addition	to	generating	some	of	the	first-ever	data	on	the	experiences	
of	 this	 population.78	 LGBTI	 people	 also	 are	 increasingly	 represented	 positively	 in	 the	media,	
shifting	attitudes	and	cultures	which	previously	denied	their	existence.	These	victories	would	not	
have	happened	but	for	the	concerted	efforts	of	 individual	activists,	civil	society	organizations,	



































issues	 at	 this	 scale	 can	 be	 therefore	 daunting,	 if	 not	 downright	 confusing:	 “Some	 have	












































may	be	uniquely	 positioned	 in	 this	 respect,	 as	 an	understanding	of	 the	underlying	 processes	
driving	human	rights	abuses	 inevitably	means	 that	“change	at	a	structural	 level—change	that	
alters	power	paradigms	and	systems—is	necessary	for	the	advancement	of	human	rights	over	
the	 long	 term.”93	 Funders	 also	 do	 not	 appear	 to	 be	 dissuaded	 by	 the	 task	 set	 forth,	 as	 the	
evidence	shows	a	huge	amount	of	engagement	despite	the	inherent	difficulty.	The	Foundation	
Center	and	International	Human	Rights	Funders	Group	found	that	$2.3	billion	had	been	disbursed	
for	 human	 rights	 causes	 in	 2013,	 the	most	 recent	 year	 of	 data.	 These	 funds	 came	 from	803	






	 A	 first-of-its-kind	 report	 from	 Funders	 for	 LGBTQ	 Issues	 and	 the	 Global	 Philanthropy	



































While	 the	majority	 of	 these	 foundation	 funders	 are	 based	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 eight	 are	 in	



















the	M.A.C.	AIDS	 Fund,	 Levi	 Strauss	 Foundation,	 and	ViiV	Healthcare	Research.	 Several	 of	 the	















of	 non-conforming	 SOGIESC.	 Astraea	 is	 the	 only	 philanthropic	 organization	 in	 the	 world	
professing	to	work	exclusively	on	“LGBTQI	human	rights”99.	A	good	number	of	the	top	funders	
more	 specifically	 concentrate	 on	 HIV/AIDS,	 such	 as	 the	 M.A.C.	 AIDS	 Fund,	 amfAR,	 and	 ViiV	
Healthcare,	though	they	may	support	some	additional	MSM	rights-based	programming	for	the	
purpose	 of	 advancing	 the	 goal	 of	 reducing	 transmission.	 Most	 have	 wide-ranging	 portfolios	
working	across	a	number	of	 issues	relating	to	human	rights	and	development	of	which	LGBTI	
rights	is	only	a	single	strategy	or	even	itself	part	of	a	larger	strategy.	Perhaps	the	most	surprising	
of	 all	 is	 the	 Arcus	 Foundation.	 Though	 it	 remains	 the	 top	 private	 funder	 of	 LGBTI	 rights,	 it	
maintains	only	one	other	major	concentration—Great	Apes—stating,	 “We	believe	 respect	 for	
diversity	among	peoples	and	in	nature	is	essential	to	a	positive	future	for	our	planet	and	all	its	


















promote	and	defend	their	human	rights”104,	etc.	No	doubt,	 there	 is	 logic	 to	this	as	significant	
rhetorical	power	is	found	in	the	invocation	of	rights.	A	2014	conference	of	funders,	NGOs,	and	
independent	 experts	 titled	 “Orientations	 and	 Identities:	 Sexuality	 and	 Human	 Rights	 on	 the	
Global	 Stage”	 put	 this	 plainly:	 “Participants	 observed	 that	 using	 a	 human	 rights	 frame	 for	
international	LGBT	rights	work	creates	significant	added	value.	It	provides	legitimacy,	a	broader	
tool	kit,	and	an	enhanced	ability	to	connect	with	allies.”105	That	said,	rights	discourse	is	invoked	
in	multiple	ways	by	 funders	and	advocates	 that	may	alter	 the	particular	meaning,	as	“[s]ome	





























and	political	 rights	claims	they	so	often	are	 framed	by	may	not	be	sufficient.	 In	 fact,	“[m]any	
funders...	 noted	 that	 human	 rights	 is	 still	 unnecessarily	 seen	 as	 separate	 from	 fields	 such	 as	












of	 people	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 another.	 These	 injustices	 often	 result	 in	 social,	 economic,	 and/or	
political	inequalities.	But	rather	than	focus	on	the	effects	of	unjust	treatment,	good	social	justice	
grantmaking	attempts	to	undo	the	mechanisms	of	oppression.”111	This	expansion	of	focus	can	be	
strategic,	 providing	 a	 greater	 number	 of	 leverage	 points	 in	 the	 overall	 system.	 Arcus’	

















































The	 International	 Trans*	 Fund,	 for	 example,	 was	 established	 by	 AJWS,	 Arcus,	 OSF,	 and	 Levi	
Strauss,	and	is	housed	at	Astraea.	It	seeks	“to	create	sustainable	resources	for	strong,	trans*-led	





















founding	 partner	 of	 the	 Global	 Development	 Partnership	 with	 the	 United	 States	 Agency	 for	
International	 Development	 (USAID)	 and	 the	 Swedish	 International	 Development	 Cooperation	
Agency	(SIDA).	Since	launch,	the	founders	have	leveraged	additional	funding	from	Arcus;	the	Gay	






Fund,	 another	 partnership	 that	 brings	 together	 nearly	 two	 dozen	 bilateral,	 corporate,	
foundation,	and	nonprofit	funders	for	the	purpose	of	increasing	the	overall	amount	of	funding	
available	for	LGBTI	issues.125	This	type	of	cross-sectoral	collaboration	means	that	the	number	and	











point:	 the	 sizes	 of	 buffers	 and	 other	 stabilizing	 stocks,	 relative	 to	 their	 flows.126	 Backbone	
organizations	operate	as	these	stabilizing	institutions	in	that	they	serve	a	number	of	functions	
central	to	broader	social	movements:	“providing	overall	strategic	direction,	facilitating	dialogue	







LGBTI-specific	 backbones	 eventually	 ought	 to	 serve	 this	 purpose	 for	 their	 communities,	 and	
groups	 like	 the	 International	 Lesbian,	 Gay,	 Bisexual,	 Trans,	 and	 Intersex	 Association	 (ILGA)—
which	has	nine	chapters	by	region,	as	well	as	the	Coalition	for	African	Lesbians	(CAL),	OutRight	














crucial	 for	 every	 change	 ecosystem,	 there	 is	 a	 practical	 limit	 to	 their	 utility:	 “Often	 you	 can	
stabilize	a	system	by	 increasing	the	capacity	of	a	buffer.	But	 if	a	buffer	 is	 too	big,	 the	system	




and	the	 invisible	 ‘behind	the	scenes’	 role	 that	 lets	 the	other	stakeholders	own	the	 initiative’s	
success.”131	No	doubt,	here	 lies	a	difficult	 calculation	and	high	stakes,	as	 the	 infrastructure	 is	
necessary	in	order	to	build	a	movement,	but,	just	as	in	strategic	philanthropy,	focusing	too	much	
on	infrastructure	at	the	expense	of	flexibility	can	stymie	experimentation,	innovation,	and	put	a	
















in	 the	United	 States,	 for	 instance,	must	make	 grants	 “in	 accordance	with	 IRS	 procedures	 for	
making	 an	 ‘equivalency	 determination’	 or	 exercising	 ‘expenditure	 responsibility.’”134	 These	
administrative	measures	 to	 prove	 funds	 are	 being	 remit	 toward	 charitable	 causes	 ultimately	
exclude	many	 local	organizations	that	cannot	meet	the	requirements—especially	 those	which	
are	“unable	to	get	the	official	legal	status	or	recognition	(because	of	restrictions,	safety	issues,	or	
their	 minimal	 organizational	 capacity)	 that	 is	 often	 a	 prerequisite	 for	 funder	 support.”135	
Recipient	countries	make	this	even	harder	by	putting	up	their	own	administrative	barriers.	Russia	
is	one	notorious	case,	having	introduced	“foreign	agent”	laws	requiring	civil	society	organizations	
receiving	 international	 funding	 to	 register	 as	 foreign	 agents	 and	 submit	 to	 greater	 financial	
scrutiny.	These	laws	also	block	funding	across	the	board	in	many	cases	since	“[t]ax-exempt	grants	
from	foreign	organizations	may	only	be	made	to	Russian	citizens	and	civil	society	organizations	
(CSOs)	 if	 the	 donor	 is	 on	 a	 government-approved	 list,	 a	 list	 that	 now	 excludes	 private	
foundations.”136	 Various	 countries	 have	 passed	 similar	 laws,	 most	 of	 which	 specifically	 are	
responding	to	the	supposed	“foreign	interference”137	of	LGBTI	funding.		











administrative	 burdens.	One	primary	 issue	 is	 that	 they	 too	 frequently	 receive	 project	 grants,	
restricting	 expenditures	 to	 program-related	 activities.	 Such	 funding	 becomes	 an	 obstacle	 to	
growth	as	grantees	consequently	“lack	the	flexible	funding	and	operational	support	that	enable	
investments	 in	 organizational	 sustainability	 (salaries,	 benefits,	 capacity	 development,	 etc.)	 or	
allow	them	to	respond	nimbly	to	new	opportunities	or	challenges.”138	This	last	point	is	important	





less.	 Such	 short	 implementation	periods	make	 long-term	change	hard	 to	 resource,	as	 “[g]aps	
between	project	grants	often	temporarily	stall	activities	and	compromise	the	relationships	trans*	
organizations	have	with	their	constituents	and	communities.”140	Half	of	the	work	of	organizations	
operating	under	 this	burden	becomes	donor	stewardship,	applying	 for	 renewals	or	additional	
support	and	going	through	the	motions	of	grant	applications	rather	than	the	programs	the	grants	
are	meant	to	support.	Reporting	also	becomes	futile	since	short	timelines	mean	“many	in	the	
















violence	 and	 crackdown.	 This,	 considered	 collectively	 with	 the	 many	 other	 structural	
shortcomings	of	current	grantmaking	administration—from	inaccessible	or	difficult	applications	
























Muguongo	may	 in	 fact	 be	 the	 perfect	 person	 to	 state	 this,	 as	 she	 leads	 one	 of	 the	 flagship	
solutions	to	the	structural	problems	with	traditional	grantmaking—a	regional	intermediary,	or	“a	
nonprofit	organization	or	community	foundation	that	provides	specialized	grantmaking	services,	
in	 combination	 with	 particular	 expertise	 and	 knowledge	 about	 the	 issues,	 populations,	 or	




some	 of	 the	 regulatory	 barriers	 on	 international	 grantmaking	 in	 general.147	 As	 a	 result,	
intermediaries	are	able	to	operate	on	a	more	responsive	level	with	grantees,	capitalizing	on	their	
local	expertise	to	support	innovation	and	sustainability	through	core	support	grants	and	directing	
funds	 in	many	 directions	 rather	 than	 solely	 to	 a	 backbone	 organization.	 Another	 example	 is	









of	 regional	 	 intermediaries	 has	 revolutionized	 the	 structural	 landscape	 of	 funding	 for	 LGBTI	
causes	in	Africa	to	be	more	accessible,	more	adaptable,	and,	crucially,	more	impactful.	
	 	A	 related	 revolution	 in	 LGBTI	 grantmaking	 has	 been	 a	 renewed	 commitment	 to	
understanding	 the	 time	horizon	of	 change—both	 in	 the	 long-term	and	 the	 immediate.	 Sigrid	
Rausing	Trust	is	one	funder	which	is	aiming	to	establish	long-term	relationships,	and	it	does	this	
by	allowing	renewal	grants	to	be	considered	for	three	consecutive	three-year	terms	for	a	total	of	
10	years	with	minimum	grant	administration.149	 In	doing	so,	 it	 joins	a	growing	trend	of	major	
funders	recognizing	that	“social	change	doesn’t	happen	overnight.”150	Astraea	goes	on	to	explain:	
“Core	to	our	philosophy	is	building	long-term,	multi-year	funding	relationships.	We’re	often	the	
first	 funder	 to	 groups	 working	 in	 challenging	 situations,	 and	 we	 remain	 responsive	 when	


















	 This	 changing	 structure	 of	 LGBTI	 grantmaking	 in	 the	 pursuit	 of	 greater	 flexibility	 and	
responsiveness	 is	 fundamentally	 shaping	 a	 new	 landscape	 for	 the	 field—one	 which	 is	 more	
conducive	to	the	lifecycle	of	emergence.	Still,	there	is	another	step	in	this	direction	grantmakers	
must	 and	 are	 already	 beginning	 to	 take	 which	 represents	 simultaneously	 a	 significant	
achievement	 in	 humility	 and	 a	 new	 paradigm	 for	 learning	 and	 strategy.	 Recalling	 the	 deep	
structure	 of	 the	 global	 movement—the	 “limits	 to	 growth”	 caused	 by	 interlinked	 feedback	

























“LGBTI	 people”	 broadly.158	 Nonetheless,	 in	 2013	 the	 median	 annual	 budget	 for	 intersex-led	
groups	was	less	than	$5,000,159	and	20	percent	of	trans	organizations	had	no	budget	at	all.160	As	
the	participants	of	the	“Orientations	and	Identities”	conference	noted,	“the	inclusions	of	‘T’	and	
‘I’	 in	 LGBTI	 is	 too	 often	 tokenistic,	 without	 meaningful	 engagement	 with	 trans	 and	 intersex	
issues.”161	The	“imaginary	collective”162	of	“LGBTI”	obscures	the	fact	that	it	is	primarily	cis163	gay	


















	 Some	 movement	 has	 already	 begun	 to	 diminish	 and	 dispel	 these	 discrepancies.	 The	
International	Trans*	Fund	and	Global	Trans	Initiative,	referenced	earlier,	are	clear	attempts	to	fill	





recognize	 and	 make	 room	 for	 trans	 and	 intersex	 needs.	 Commenting	 on	 the	 launch	 of	 the	
International	Trans*	Fund,	several	funders	and	trans	leaders	pivotal	in	its	conception	wrote,	“In	
order	to	truly	realize	the	rights	of	trans	people,	money	must	be	put	directly	in	the	hands	of	trans	
activists.”166	 Sentiments	 such	 as	 these	 are	 spreading,	 and	 many	 human	 rights	 funders	 “are	
increasingly	viewing	grantees	as	experts,	and	as	such	are	designing	grantmaking	strategies	that	
respond	 to	 priorities	 as	 articulated	 by	 grantees.”167	 The	 first	 step	 in	 this	 devolution	 was	 to	
empower	 backbones	 and	 then	 regional	 intermediaries	 to	 have	 more	 say	 in	 strategic	








decisionmaking	 even	 further—and,	 again,	 LGBTI	 funders	 already	 pioneering	 this	 by	 moving	
toward	participatory	models.	




grantmaking	 places	 decisionmaking	 power	 in	 this	 hands	 of	 elite	 experts,	 most	 of	 the	 time	
removed	from	the	issue	they	are	funding	not	merely	by	thousands	of	miles,	but	by	not	having	
experience	of	it	whatsoever.	They	only	learn	what	works	through	the	annual	reports	they	receive,	
filtered	 through	 their	 grantees’	 wish	 for	 continuance.	 This	 problem	 we	 saw	 in	 strategic	
philanthropy,	but	in	systems	grantmaking	it	finds	a	solution	through	participatory	models,	which	
“seek	to	change	the	power	dynamics	 inherent	 in	philanthropy,	especially	between	the	Global	
North—where	 funding	 decision	 making	 and	 financial	 resources	 are	 concentrated—and	 the	
Global	 South,	 where	 many	 grantee	 beneficiaries	 are	 located.”169	 Both	 UHAI	 and	 the	 Other	
Foundation	are	notable	examples	innovating	this	practice.	In	2015,	UHAI	brought	together	a	Peer	
Grants	Committee	made	up	of	nine	activists	 from	 four	 East	African	 countries.	 These	activists	
deliberated	and	were	given	the	power	to	award	two	categories	of	grants:	Msingi	grants	for	seed	
funding	to	new	organizations	and	to	initiate	small-scale	activities,	and	Tujenge	grants	for	core	













2. The	 Inyosi	 /	 Honey	 Bee	 Grant:	 for	 all	 organizations	 including	 unregistered,	 start-up	







As	 a	 result	 of	 this	 process,	 32	 grants	were	 awarded	 across	 five	 countries	 in	 Southern	Africa,	
supporting	projects	as	varied	as	research	into	midwives’	treatment	of	intersex	babies	to	the	Out	













Though	 there	 is	 much	 evidence	 of	 LGBTI	 funders	 adapting	 their	 funding	 structures,	
priorities,	and	methods	to	be	better	aligned	with	systems	methods,	there	is	still	room	to	improve.	
Two	opportunities	 in	particular	 stand	out.	 First,	 the	Global	North,	 and	 specifically	 the	United	
States	and	Canada,	continue	to	receive	a	grossly	disproportionate	share	of	funding.	The	Global	
Resources	Report	 found	 that	51	percent	of	 foundation	and	government	 support	went	 to	 just	
those	 two	 countries,	 for	 a	 total	 of	nearly	 $220	million.	No	 region	outside	of	Canada	and	 the	























First,	 in	 seeking	 to	 tackle	 the	 backlash	 cycle	 the	 last	 section	 left	 unchallenged,	 it	 is	
necessary	to	focus	on	the	leverage	point	found	in	the	strength	of	negative	feedback	loops.	This	
is,	expectedly,	complex,	as	“[a]	complex	system	usually	has	numerous	negative	feedback	loops	





with	 donors	 because	 they	 exist	 in	 an	 unsafe	 environment	 and	 cannot	 function	 openly.”175	





violent	persecution	and	crackdown,	especially	 in	the	case	that	 it	 is	extrajudicial.	The	Fund	for	
Global	Human	Rights	is	one	foundation	that	works	in	this	area,	“[f]acilitating	security	training	for	
frontline	activists	and	linking	grantees	with	international,	regional,	and	national	experts	that	can	
coordinate	 prevention	 and	 responses	 to	 security	 threats.”176	 Participants	 at	 a	 2011	 donor	
conference	 agreed	 that	 funders	 of	 LGBTI	 grantees	 in	 hostile	 environments	 ought	 to	 build	
contingency	planning	 into	 their	 grants	 from	 the	 start,	 even	allocating	a	 certain	portion	 to	be	
reserved	 for	 emergency	 purposes.177	 The	 Other	 Foundation	 also	 found	 “positive	 indications	
arising	 from	 the	 engagement	 of	 LGBTI	 organisations	 and	 their	 allies	 with	 law	 enforcement	
agencies,	 an	 area	 that	 is	 traditionally	 been	 a	 source	of	 violence...	 This	 has	 been	 achieved	by	
‘sensitization’	programmes,	and	by	approaches	 to	 the	agencies	 to	demand	protection	against	
criminal	 actions	 against	 LGBTI	 people.”178	 Broader	 civil	 society	 crackdown,	 which	 LGBTI	
organizations	are	frequently	some	of	the	first	victims	of,	requires	a	different	approach.	The	Global	
Philanthropy	 project	 suggests	 in	 these	 situations	 that	 funders	 “[s]upport	 organizations	
monitoring	 general	 restrictions	 on	 freedom	 of	 association	 and	 expression	 to	 also	 explicitly	
monitor	laws	and	policies	targeting	LGBT	groups,	as	these	restrictions	on	LGBT	groups	may	be	
early	indicators	of	closing	space.”179	
Monitoring	 does	 not	 need	 to	 be	 limited	 to	 freedom	of	 association,	 however,	 but	 can	










common	 causes	 of	 system	 malfunction.	 Adding	 or	 restoring	 information	 can	 be	 a	 powerful	
intervention,	usually	much	easier	and	cheaper	than	rebuilding	physical	infrastructure.”180	There	













plainly,	writing	 that,	 “private	 funding	has	been	and	can	continue	 to	be	 the	primary	source	of	













potential	 funders.	Without	 these,	 it	would	 be	 impossible	 to	 know	 the	 true	 scale	 of	 violence,	
persecution,	and	discrimination,	and	yet	data	on	many	communities	(including	trans	and	intersex	
populations)	and	in	many	regions	is	still	missing.	Systems	thinking	teaches	us	that	“[o]nly	when	



























it	 is	 a	 visible	 and	measurable	 signifier	 of	 the	more	 amorphous	 notion	of	 social	 change.	 Such	
donors	 have	 viewed	 policy	 change	 as	 a	
logical	 and	 linear	 process	 that	 can	 be	
achieved	 by	 grant	 making	 to	 a	 few	
partners,	working	on	behalf	of	a	broader	
movement.”189	 In	 fact,	 “[t]here	 is	 a	
chicken	 and	 egg	 relationship	 between	
legal	and	policy	reform	on	the	one	hand,	
and	social	inclusion	on	the	other...”190	An	












action.”191	 As	 a	 result,	 it	more	 holistically	 considers	 the	 various	 systems	which	 contribute	 to	





which	 the	 system	has	 arisen.192	 In	 that	 sense,	 funders	work	 across	 several	 related	 strategies	
beyond	policy	advocacy.	One	 is	community,	which	 is	a	primary	concern	 for	LGBTI	 individuals,	
most	of	whom	are	born	into	environments	that	do	not	understand	them	or	are	outright	hostile	



















faith	 continues	 to	 underlie	 the	 majority	 of	 the	 hateful	 attitudes	 that	 LGBTI	 people	 endure	
globally,	 even	 in	 the	 Global	 North	 and	 West.	 LGBTI	 communities	 of	 faith	 also	 often	 find	


















such	 incidents	 by	 supporting	media	 sensitization	programs198,	 promoting	 the	belief	 that	 “the	
training	of	 journalists	and	their	editors	 in	 issues	that	 impact	LGBT	 individuals	can	help	defuse	
potentially	incendiary	coverage	of	both	individuals	and	groups.”199	This	may	indicate	a	further	
instance	of	learning,	as	the	linear	logic	between	visibility	and	a	shift	in	public	sentiments	has	not	




result,	 always	 being	 mindful	 to	 work	 with	 activists	 in	 context	 to	 determine	 whether	 such	
attempts	to	raise	awareness	could	result	in	backlash,	and,	if	so,	what	contingency	plans	are	in	
place	for	those	who	face	it.	
The	 investments	 in	 community	 and	 visibility	 are	 strategic	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 raising	
awareness,	of	course,	but	funders	must	be	wary	too	of	what	they	ask	or	expect	of	movements.	
After	 all,	movements	 are	 only	 as	 strong	 as	 the	members	 comprising	 them.	 This	 gives	 rise	 to	
another	important	leverage	point	residing	in	the	goals	of	the	system,	which	for	social	systems	














found	 that	 “[i]In	 every	 one	 of	 the	 ten	 countries	 under	 study,	 an	 LGBT	movement	 has	 been	
incubated	 through	 the	 AIDS	 epidemic	 and,	 specifically,	 through	 the	 allocation	 of	 funding	 to	
groups	that	can	provide	outreach	to	the	‘key	populations’	of	‘men	who	have	sex	with	men’	and,	
more	 recently,	 ‘transgender	 women’.”203	 The	 opportunity	 here	 is	 when	 HIV/AIDS	 funding	 is	
flexible	 to	 the	extent	 that	 it	 can	also	support	broader	social	and	systems	change	efforts.	ViiV	
Healthcare	 is	 one	 such	 funder	 making	 this	 leap,	 its	 Positive	 Action	 MSM	 and	 Transgender	
Programme	 setting	 out	 to	 support	 MSM	 and	 trans	 communities	 “as	 they	 strengthen	 their	
capacity	to	lead,	participate	in	policy-making	and	advocate	addressing	the	health	disparities	and	
health	 service	 access	 issues	 keeping	 MSM/T	 individuals	 from	 lifesaving	 prevention	 and	
treatment.”204	 In	 environments	 where	 direct	 funding	 for	 LGBTI	 rights	 work	 is	 impossible	 or	











percent),	 attitude	 change	 (60	 percent),	 and	 anti-violence	 (51	 percent).205	 On	 the	 contrary,	














“not	only	 for	strategizing	and	mobilizing,	but	 for	experience	sharing,	 rest	and	respite.”208	The	
wellbeing	of	activists	should	not	be	overlooked	in	the	systems	change	process.	














State	 Sponsored	 Homophobia	 report	 bemoans	 this	 fact,	 remarking	 that	 “neither	 human	
development	nor	economic	development	appear	among	the	top	categories	of	funding	for	LGBT	



















its	power	 to	add,	 change,	 evolve,	or	 self-organize.	 In	 fact,	 she	 says	 that	 “[t]he	ability	 to	 self-
organize	 is	 the	 strongest	 form	 of	 system	 resilience.”214	 For	 LGBTI	 activists	 or	 those	 of	 non-
conforming	 SOGIESC,	 this	 is	 often	 one	 of	 the	 first	 barriers	 they	 encounter,	 as	 “[m]any	
organizations	working	on	 sexual	 orientation	and	gender	 identity	 are	 isolated.”215	 To	 truly	 act	
systemically,	 however,	 they	 must	 be	 able	 to	 self-organize,	 and	 increasingly	 “[g]roups	 want	
funding	to	meet	with	one	another	on	a	regular	basis	so	they	can	better	collaborate	and	build	
coalitions	to	tackle	especially	complex	problems	and	entrenched	obstacles.”216	This	 is	an	area	
that	 there	 is	 extensive	 and	 growing	 engagement	 by	 global	 LGBTI	 funders,	 with	 conferences	
happening	 on	 local,	 regional,	 and	 global	 levels	 on	 an	 on-going	 basis.	 Many	 times,	 these	
convenings	are	organized	by	backbones	for	their	constituents.	The	chapters	of	ILGA,	for	example,	
organize	regional	conferences	on	an	annual	or	semi-annual	basis.	OutRight	also	holds	an	annual	
OutSummit,	 bringing	 LGBTI	 leaders	 from	 around	 the	 world	 together	 at	 the	 United	 Nations	
headquarters.	All	of	these	receive	significant	funding	from	foundations	such	as	Ford,	OSF,	Arcus,	
Levis	 Strauss,	 and	more.	 UHAI	 additionally	 organizes	 the	 biannual	 Changing	 Faces,	 Changing	











Change	Process	Map	 suggested	by	 Joe	Hsueh218,	 the	ability	 to	 self-organize	 sustainably	 relies	
upon	funding	for	capacity	building	activities,	and	it	is	only	through	this	critical	support	for	leaders	




initiatives	beyond	 the	 initial	 stages,	especially	 in	places	where	no	previous	 LGBTQ-led	and/or	
MSM-led	 organizing	 has	 taken	 place.”220	 Capacity	 building	 and	 leadership	 development	 are	
therefore	where	the	resiliency	of	the	system	becomes	fully	evolutionary,	and	LGBTI	funders	are	






capacity	 building	 initiative,	 Ji-Sort!	 UHAI	 explains:	 “We	 are	 committed	 to	 identifying	 and	
supporting	 young,	 nascent	 ideas,	 sustaining	 funding	 over	 the	 years	 to	 allow	 for	 institutional	
development,	and	accompanying	our	 funding	with	 tailored	capacity	 support	 in	order	 to	grow	










and	 organisational	 coaching.”223	Mama	 Cash	 has	 perhaps	 an	 even	more	 integrated	 program,	
stating	that,	“Emerging	organisations	address	new	manifestations	of	injustice,	or	they	develop	
innovative	approaches	that	challenge	deep-seated	discrimination...	Accompaniment	is	the	name	
that	 Mama	 Cash	 has	 given	 to	 the	 non-financial	 support	 we	 provide	 to	 our	 grantees.	
Accompaniment	means	 we	 are	 there	 for	 them	 in	 ways	 that	 go	 far	 beyond	 simply	 providing	
money.”224	This	strategy	builds	in	technical	assistance	for	early-stage	organizations,	showing	a	
concrete	 investment	 in	 identifying	emergent	solutions	and	making	 them	sustainable.	Funders	
nonetheless	may	 also	 delegate	 capacity	 building	 and	 technical	 assistance,	 instead	 leveraging	
these	activities	as	part	of	a	networking	plan.	AJWS	takes	this	approach,	funding	larger	human	














involving	 revisiting	 and	 assessing	 their	 application	 processes.	 Dreilinden,	 the	 Fund	 for	Global	
Human	 Rights,	 Levi	 Strauss,	 the	 Sigrid	 Rausing	 Trust,	 and	 several	 others	 each	 do	 not	 accept	
unsolicited	proposals	(but	for	some	instances	in	the	case	of	emergencies).	It	is	likely	that	these	
funders	have	contributed	toward	intermediaries	or	other	mechanisms	that	do	accept	unsolicited	
proposals,	 however	 systemic	 change	 is	 brought	 to	 a	 halt	 when	 the	 door	 remains	 closed	 to	
opportunities	 you	 might	 not	 see.	 LGBTI	 individuals	 and	 communities	 who	 have	 lacked	 the	
capacity	 to	build	 relationships	with	 funders	and	attend	 international	networking	events	often	
cannot	 succeed	without	open	 calls	 for	 applications.	On	 that	 same	note,	 even	donors	 that	do	
accept	 unsolicited	 proposals	 ought	 to	make	 their	 applications	 easier,	 and,	 importantly,	 offer	
them	in	multiple	languages.	Nearly	all	applications	are	available	in	English	(94	percent),	but	other	
languages	are	woefully	unaccommodated	for:	Spanish	(45	percent),	French	(33	percent),	Russian	
(24	percent),	 Arabic	 (12	percent),	 Portuguese	 (9	 percent),	German	 (9	 percent),	 and	only	 one	
LGBTI	donor	offers	materials	in	Mandarin.226	This	administrative	barrier	to	funding	could	mean	












	 Already	we	are	beginning	 to	 see	 that	 LGBTI	 funders	 resourcing	movements	advancing	
rights	 and	 social	 justice	 for	 those	 of	 non-conforming	 SOGIESC	 have	 targeted	many	 leverage	
points,	adapting	both	their	own	structures	as	well	as	their	programmatic	portfolios	in	order	to	
create	 systemic	 change.	 Just	 as	 their	 grantees,	 however,	 LGBTI	 funders	 cannot	 presume	 to	
operate	 in	 isolation.	As	nodes	 in	 the	ever-expanding	constellation	of	LGBTI	actors,	each	must	
reconcile	its	own	goals	with	the	priorities	of	the	movement	itself,	ultimately	understanding	the	







manner	 represent	 the	outcomes	of	 coordination,	 not	 specifically	 the	 coordination	 itself.	One	
means	that	LGBTI	funders	have	traditionally	coordinated	their	actions	has	been	through	affinity	
groups.	In	this	space,	there	are	multiple	that	offer	opportunities	for	collaboration	and	learning:	













	 Akin	to	the	 International	Human	Rights	Funders	Group,	Funders	 for	LGBTIQ	 Issues	has	
contributed	to	research	for	LGBTI	funders	specifically,	and	there	is	a	history	worth	recounting	of	
just	how	important	it	has	been.	A	2007	report	by	Funders	for	Lesbian	and	Gay	Issues,	“A	Global	
Gaze:	 Lesbian,	Gay,	Bisexual,	 Transgender	 and	 Intersex	Grantmaking	 in	 the	Global	 South	 and	
East”231,	was	the	first-ever	landscape	scan	of	international	LGBTI	grantmaking.	It	found	“pressing	
needs	 for	 emergency	 support,	 capacity	 building,	 human	 rights	 training,	 coalition	 building,	
advocacy	 initiatives	and	educational	programs.”232	A	conference	later	that	year	 in	Amsterdam	
funded	by	Arcus	and	attended	by	30	LGBTI	funders,	 in	reflecting	on	this	data,	discovered	that	
“there	 is	 little	 coordination	 among	 donors	 and	 no	 network	 where	 international	 LGBT	 rights	





















3. Mobilizing	 Resources	 for	 International	 LGBT	 Rights:	 Challenges	 and	 Opportunities.	 By	




















original	 research,	participated	 in	 convenings,	 and,	notably,	 established	and	 continues	 to	host	
three	 working	 groups	 focusing	 on	 the	 structure	 of	 funding:	 the	 Bilateral	 Working	 Group,	
coordinating	activities	with	governmental	and	bilateral	agencies;	the	Individual	Donor	Working	
Group,	 researching	 and	 organizing	 catered	 toward	 individual	 donors	 without	 an	 established	
charitable	 fund;	 and	 the	 Trans*	 Funding	Working	 Group,	 supporting	 collaborative	 efforts	 to	
increase	overall	funding	for	trans	issues.238	The	Global	Philanthropy	Project	thus	unmistakably	





important,	 and	 these	activities	 should	be	continued.	There	must	nonetheless	be	a	means	 for	












that	 meeting	 “trans	 activists	 and	 funders	 had	 identified	 recommendations	 to	 increase	 and	
improve	funding	to	trans	movements,	 including	establishing	mechanisms	for	ongoing	 learning	
and	collaboration,	conducting	a	trans	movement	and	issue	mapping	 in	order	to	better	 inform	





The	 participatory	 grantmaking	models	 reviewed	 earlier	 share	 this	 sentiment,	 and	 the	 act	 of	
working	with	peer	reviewers	is	another	opportunity	for	continued	learning.	A	report	supported	
by	Levis	Strauss	on	participatory	methods	found,	“Participatory	Grantmaking	Funds	serve	as	a	









emails	 is	 where	 learning	 truly	 happens.	 Astraea	 reflects	 this	 perspective	 acutely,	 refuting	









activists	 and	 funders.	 Coordinated	 by	 UHAI,	 the	 first	 series	 of	 workshops	 set	 out	 to	 refine	
potential	 outcomes	 in	 a	 policy	 change	 strategy,	 recognizing	 fully	 that	 “there	 is	 no	 inevitable	
relationship	 between	 social	 problems	 and	 efforts	 to	 address	 them	 because	 society	 is	 highly	
complex	 with	 multiple	 and	 unpredictable	 factors	 influencing	 any	 specific	 changes.”244	 The	
collaborators	 identified	 six	 areas	 necessary	 to	 policy	 change	 (Figure	 3):245	 1)	 problems;	 2)	








administration;	 5)	 courts;	 and	 6)	
public	 values	 and	 actions.	 This	
complexity	 analysis	 confirms	 that	




“...whilst	 the	 achievement	 of	 a	
social	 movement’s	 goals	 cannot	 be	
predicted,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 identify	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 an	 initiative	 for	 social	 change	 is	
strengthening	over	time.”247	They	then	suggest	eight	“outcome	categories”:248	
1. Strengthened	 organisational	 capacity	 including	 whether	 groups	 are	 registered,	 have	
systems	 of	 governance	 and	 financial	 management,	 leadership,	 strategic	 and	
communications	capacity,	adaptability;	
2. Strengthened	 base	 of	 support,	 that	 is,	 the	 breadth	 of	 membership	 or	 public	 figures	
supporting	the	issue;	























suicides	 of	 gay	 youth,	 or	 increased	 educational	 achievement	 amongst	 groups	 with	
historically	poor	achievement).	
A	subsequent	series	of	workshops	enabled	the	research	team	and	Kenyan	grassroots	activists	to	







and	 collaboration	 as	 a	 fundamental	 strategy	 in	 Kenyan	 organizing	 around	 non-conforming	





























the	 extent	 to	which	 current	 funders	 of	 LGBTI	 issues	 are	 thinking	 and	 acting	 systemically	 and	
making	changes	where	need	be	to	generate	the	impact	they	seek.	While	it	originally	hoped	to	
offer	a	new	paradigm	 for	 thinking,	what	 it	 found	was	 somewhat	unexpected—but	perhaps	 it	
should	not	have	been.	
	 Systems	thinking	for	social	change	declares	that	“changing	systems	requires	a	healthy	and	



















hand	 over	 decisionmaking	 power	 to	 beneficiaries;	 and	 they	 are	 working	 across	 a	 variety	 of	
leverage	points,	on	the	basis	of	a	number	of	mental	models,	all	with	the	intention	of	fostering	a	















convictions.	 An	 LGBT	 strategy	 should	 be	 global	 and	 comprehensive	 in	 vision,	 consider	
every	 group’s	 sensitivities.	 Within	 the	 global	 LGBT	 strategy,	 communities	 should	 be	










not	 even	 a	 reason	 for	 being,	much	 less	 acting,	 in	 the	 notion	 or	 experience	 that	 there	 is	 no	
certainty	 in	 any	 worldview.”256	 The	 leverage	 point	 here	 is	 in	 detaching	 yourself	 from	 that	
certainty,	staying	flexible	in	your	understanding,	and	realizing	that	no	paradigm	is	ever	actually	
“true”.	 Strategic	 philanthropy,	 systems	 thinking,	 social	 justice,	 and	 any	 number	 of	
methodologies,	ideologies,	theologies,	etc.	try	to	mask	the	complexity	of	the	world	with	a	way	to	
reduce	it	and	make	it	legible.	There	is	nevertheless	an	emergent	power	in	refusing	to	tame	that	
complexity.	Wheatley,	another	systems	thinking	titan,	concludes,	“To	stand	at	the	edge	of	that	
abyss	and	to	throw	in	our	tools	and	techniques	and	to	know	that	out	of	that	process	something	
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more	wonderful,	more	useful,	more	helpful	can	come,	I	believe,	is	the	real	challenge.”257	For	all	
the	time	we	spend	crafting	strategies	and	making	plans,	the	world	will	never	be	predictable;	it	
will	undoubtedly	always	be	mired	in	chaos.	The	best	solutions	to	our	biggest	problems	will	come	
when	we	learn	to	live	with	that	chaos	and	the	ways	it	will	never	cease	to	surprise	us.	
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